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Paradox of Connecting: Confusion and Lapse of
Foreign Propaganda by the Photomural

Mitsuhiro Hayashi

In prewar Japan, there was an up-to-date visual media form called photomural. This name
doesn't refer to a wall painting detailed like a photograph, but an extremely large photograph
produced like a wall painting using techniques of montage and layout. Although outside of Japan
photomurals had been used since the 1920's as a propaganda media in some exhibition sites, from
the latter half of 1930's these began to be produced in Japan also and used as an exhibitional form
for expos. It was in the Japanese pavilion at the Universal Exposition in Paris 1937 that Japanese
produced photomurals accomplished their debut on the international stage. The largest among the
three photomurals produced during this time was the Japan Tourism Photomural, the layout of
which was designed by Hiromu Hara. Although this composition has often been referred to in the
History of Japanese design, while positioning it within its author's collected works or introducing
1t as one type of novel foreign propaganda media, there is as yet no analysis detailing what type
of propaganda Japan aimed to produce for foreign countries with the photomural.

However, this paper does not limit itself to merely elucidating the photomural's signification
as a self-portrait of Japan in those days, but instead refers to the operational conditions of
significations, for example: the placement of meanings in the pictorial and exhibitional spaces, the
size, and their direction. Although this also includes a reconsideration of the presentational aspect as
an intrinsic component in the re-presentation, this paper also further problematizes the referential
structure to the signified, which was the presuppositional condition of the (re)presentation of mean-
ings, of the photomural as a figure which was produced using optical-mechanical reproductive
methods.

Using the above methodology, this paper begins by demonstrating that the intrusion of a
large number of exhibits into the exhibition room disturbed the photomural's dominance of the
exhibitional space and resulted in the reduction of its spatial presence. Furthermore, the

photomural's photomontage consisted of too many photographic objects which caused confusion in

Doctoral Course, Graduate School of Interdisciplinary Information Studies, The University of Tokyo

Key Words : dysfunction of media, mechanical reproduction, media aesthetics, photography as index,
exhibitional space and pictorial space.
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its pictorial space as an absence of syntactical combinations, which in turn led to a failure in
presenting its intentional semantic relationships.

However, because 1t was through the montage technique that this confusion was caused, the
failure of syntactical combinations not only resulted in the scattering of photographs on the
photomural, but this confusion also made possible the deprivation of the photomural's meaning's
present, that is, the attributional structure between signifier and signified of these photographs as
figures, and they became suspended in the exhibitional and pictorial space. We can describe this
situation as the lapse of propaganda rather than the failure of it. Furthermore, because the
producers, who had already come to understand the difficulty of syntactical combinations,
pursued the unity of the photomural by means of formalistic combinations to conceal the failure
of the semantic relationship, the collapse of its presence was all the more radical.

The above phenomenon can be restated in a paradoxical conclusion stemming from the photo-
graphic techniques. To put it more concretely, while we can manipulate photographs and construct
semantic relationships founded on syntactical combinations that are produced by optical-
mechanical reproductive methods, once the photomural loses its syntactical combinations,
paradoxically, the dehumanized character of these same methods, which produce figures beyond

the perception of human's semiotic code, can bring about its desemanticization.
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